Life and Letters

Even as the play stands, and granted that
Shakespeare was to some extent impeded by
an inherited plot and the crude characterisa-
tion of Kyd or another, are its inconsistencies
so very hard to swallow ? Read the play as
Shakespeare finally left it, see^it acted uncut;
and, whatever minor stumbling-blocks there
may be in the text, whatever outcrops of a
lower deposit that Shakespeare had not
bothered to remove, does there not remain
dominant a convincing character, a person
Hamlet ? Is he not as nearly complete, as
positive and as nearly like a living being as any
character in a fiction can be ? Should we
not know him if we met him, " larger than
human" though he is ? Do we find it so
easy to define in a phrase the characters of our
own friends that we should expect to " reduce
him " (as the phrase has gone) to a " fixed and
settled principle" ? His actions may seem
inconsequent and his words wild, but is there
really any difficulty about what have com-
monly been supposed to be the larger stumbling
blocks ? To me the brooding Hamlet of the
soliloquies is not intrinsically incompatible
with the Hamlet who is a good soldier, and a
master of fence, who lunges at Polonius
through the arras, leaps recklessly into Ophelia's
grave, sends his warders to their death, and
boards the pirate ship single-handed. It is one
thing to attack a pirate when you see one
or to pink an eavesdropper; but even a man
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